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ABSTRACT

Cultural Commons in Non-Traditional and Traditional Secondary Education:

A Media Ecology Approach

Anthony Gabriel Baerga, M.A. University of the Incarnate Word

Based on the theory of media ecology, this study explores the cultural commons between
traditional and non-traditional education in secondary schools. Postman’s study of media
ecology presents the notion that media technology plays an integral part in society and
cannot be overlooked; more so, technologies should be used as an ecological learning
tool to balance education systems (Postman 1992). Within the past four years, U.S.
education witnessed over 100,000 students leave the traditional classroom to embark on a
virtual education journey (Miron, Horvitz, and Gulosino, 2013). The purpose of this
exploratory study is to examine how teachers create a media ecosystem in their own
classroom environments. Findings from the current study suggest meaningful and
sustainable strategies for strengthening learning communities in traditional and non-
traditional secondary school systems. Future research will highlight areas of

improvement needed for creating a more cohesive integration program for all educators.
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Introduction

' This research is focused on media ecology, the study of media environments and
media cultures. Whereas McLuhan is often credited for introducing the theory of media
ecology (Anton, 2011; Gencarelli, 2000; and Lopez, 2012), Postman, Strate, and other
contemporary communication scholars have since helped modernize it (Gencarelli, 2000;
Lopez,2012). Media Ecology seeks to find how media of communication affects one’s
“perception, understanding, feeling, and values; and how our interactions with media
facilitates or impedes our chances of survival” (Postman, 1992). To survive, humans
must often change and adapt. Though changes are often executed at the individual level,
“one significant change generates total change” in any gi\;en culture (Postman, 1992).
This is evident in examining how technology integration at the societal level impacts the
integration in nearby school systems (Clarke et. al., 2012; Hew et. al., 2006). “A new
technology does not add or subtract something. It changes everything” (Postman, 1992).
“Surrounding every technology are institutions whose organization--not to mention their
reason for being--reflects the world-view promoted by technology” (p.18). Tohe
integration of a single technological device (e.g., iPad, App, tablets) has enormous
implications on humans engage politics, their household environment, their education
systems, their local churches, and beyond.

This present study will contribute to contemporary literature about media ecology,

and follows the premise that media technologies cannot be ignored. Moreover, as young

people grow and develop in a techno-centric society, educational systems must work

diligently to transition effectively toward a balanced media ecosystem (Lopez, 2012).
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The importance of knowing how technology alters one’s “conception of learning”
(p-19), and one’s interpretation of understanding is vital to the success of each classroom.
“New technologies alter the structure of our interests: the things we think about. They
alter the character of our symbols: the things we think with. And they alter the nature of
community: the arena in which thoughts develop” (P.20). This research will use the
following symbols to provide relevance to this theory: New technologies often become
the medium to find easy access to “the things we think about,” technological/media
devices become the “character of our symbols, the things we think with” and educators
develop the role of the “nature of community, the arenas in which thoughts develop,”
such as classrooms. Similar to the evolution of a caterpillar into a butterfly, technology
has become a developmental tool for societal growth.

Advancing this notion of technologies becoming more a part of one’s

environment rather than just a tool, McLuhan contends with society debating “we extend

our senses into media” (Lopez, 2012). This single statement defines the importance of

studying media as a cultural ecosystem in various aspects of life. His argunient sits on the -

bases of known connections:
The phone extends the ear and voice. The telescope and microscope expand our
vision. But when we enlarge ourselves externally, we simultaneously numb
ourselves locally. We “autoamputate” our senses as we turn them over to media
technologies. A simple example is that we unlearn math when we use calculators
(p.97).
What is media ecology and its interrelationship with the differences between

traditional and non-traditional educators? Media ecology is the understanding that media
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plays a large role in society. The integration of media into one’s daily life is inevitable.
Clas§rooms just like society have become a subject of change. A brief change in the
education of students with these technological developments is not sufficient;
technologies demand complete change. The understanding and beliefs on this topic will
directly assist in the balancing attempt in pedagogical beliefs between traditional and
non-traditional educators in secondary schools; this theory provides understanding of
how b;lance can be achieved. Media ecology has been at the forefront of this research
and helped develop a need to better understand the differences amongst educators and
how the understanding of these differences can help create a more responsible media
ecosystem within classrooms.

This research matured with embhasis on two intact cultures and the
commonalities they posses. The perpetual development of cultures within society;
whether the melting pot known as the United States of America, the diversity within
school systems, or the ever changing development of new media technology,
cultural evolution and consideration needs to be seen as a developmental tool to
education success.

The inspiration for this study transpired from the framework of Dr. Antonio
Lopez a media educator dedicated to the sustainability of education and its systems. He
explains a concept utilized at the forefront of this research, “cultural commons” as the
“space of ideas that everyone shares.” Often overlook by preconceived thoughts on
specific subjects, these commons regularly become opaque to the human eye. The

discussion and understanding of traditional and non-traditional educators will be

developed utilizing this framework. Madison, Frischmann, and Strandburg 2008
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introduce cultural commons with the following statement emphasizing on cultural
importance:
Cultural production is an inherently social phenomenon, taking place over a wide
range of scales and within a complex, overlapping variety of formal and informal
institutional structures... Social production of cultural goods has become more
- salient and more economically important as a result of globalization and the
communications revolution symbolized by the Internet. (p. 669)
These three social science experts explain cultural commons as “environments for

developing and distributing cultural and scientific knowledge through institutions that

support pooling and sharing that knowledge in a managed way” (p. 817). Each culture

and/or sub culture practices individual tasks differently, although these tasks are executed
or believed to be different from one another, similarities often arise in the main message
of multiple cultures. These similarities are known as the cultural commons. The
researcher utilizes this knowledge to develop framework for primary research, a survey to
analyze, and the following review of literature to highlight the differences amongst these
education cultures in an attempt to find the commonalities in the cultures to promote a
more intact media ecosystem in schools.

RELEVANCE OF STUDY

When one takes a look into the classroom, a large percentage of students fit into a
category of society that scientists have deemed the millennials. More electronically and
media intelligent, these students develop a whole new culture for our educators,
workforce, and society. These cultural implications have developed and transitioned into

schools. The importance of adaptation in education cultures with the times proves just as
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important as it has been made evident in society. Media ecology presents the notion of
media becoming an integral part of education cultures and one of the only factors that
will create balance within the classroom (Lopez, 2004).

In order to better understand the importance of this study on new media
integration, one must look outside of the classroom. It takes an army to study the drastic
change.v in students over the past 10 years and the educational resources, which have been
developed immensely during this time. Often, one realizes society develops faster than
expected, it is important that educators keep up with this development. Educators are the
ones preparing students to take over what mentors, teachers, and forefathers have started
in the most efficient and civil way. This will only be achieved through a cohesive cultural _
unit of educators willing to erase as many educational boundaries possible and put the
common good of students first.

As introduced in the prior chapter, this study will utilize the lens of a
developmental theory known as media ecology to lay the framework for this research
study and future research on this growing topic of new media technology in the
classroom. This theory will be used to develop and research the difference between the
two sub-cultures of traditional vs. non-traditional teachers in order to better understand
where they fit in the framework of educational environments and how we can better
understand the cultural differences amongst them to find common gfound. Just like
students, educators are known to shut down when they don’t believe their lessons directly
influence their students in a beneficial and educational manner. In order to effectively

reach students, balance has to be found between each type of educator.
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Classrooms are more equipped then yesterday and developmental tools are being
created every year; it is time for technology to become more of an out of the box cultural
developmental experience for educators rather than a standardized use of PowerPoint and
Internet.

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE

" Over the past four years, 100,000 secondary school students transferred from the
traditional classroom to a completely virtual experience. This amounts to 25,000 students
a year (Miron, Horvits, & Gulosino, 2013). This growing population of virtual learners
suggests that traditional education may be changing. The purpose of this study is to
éxplore the cultural commons of traditional and non-traciitional educators at various
schools within the North Side and North East Independent School Districts of San
Antonio Texas. Cultural implications will be interpreted from the perspective of media
ecology. This research seeks to understand how teachers create a media ecosystem in
their own environments by understanding the advantages and disadvantages they see in
new media adoption in secondary schools. For the purpose of this research, traditional
teachers are defined as those who utilize the minimum amount of technologies (i.e. power
point & internet) to support lectures in the classroom and non-traditional teachers are
defined as those who utilize more advanced technologies as their classroom environments
through the use of various platforms and devices (e.g. iPad, iPhone, social media sites,
Apps, etc.). At the end of the study, the category of “cultural commons” will be used to
analyze the information provided by the informants. Based on the findings, the researcher

intends to suggest beneficial ways to strengthen sustainable learning communities in both

systems.
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Review of Literature

Research suggests that there is a wide range in how educational cultures integrate
media into curriculum (Abbitt 2011; Anton 2011; Clarke & Zagarell 2012). While many
educational institutions have the technology and resources, not all educators are
implementing them. Therefore, the range in how educational cultures integrate media is
largel): due to individual educators and their teaching-style. Yet little work has been done
to show how educators on both sides of the spectrum (traditional & non-traditional) view
new media integration into curriculum. Researchers understand students’ needs and

wants from their education, and they understand the tools needed to transition educational

‘learning into this new curriculum standard (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich 2010; Ito et. al.

2008). Although these cultures are understood, there is still an imbalance in education
due to the lack of knowledge of educators’ pedagogical approaches. Thus, understanding
the educators and their position on integrating media into the classroom will provide
insights to be used for improving the educational ecosystems.

This study will utilize the theory of Media Ecology to develop and understand the -
importance of creating balance within schools with traditional and non-traditional
educators at the forefront. This theory seeks to bring environments together to better
develop a more sustainable media ecosystem through empirical surveys (Lopez, 2012).
Lopez suggests, sustainability of media ecosystems is only possiblé with the
understanding of cultures and subcultures within a given establishment and finding
balance amongst each participant. Media ecology is the understanding that media plays a
large role in society (Postman, 1992). No matter what one believes, the integration of

media into every day lives is inevitable (18). Classrooms just as society have become an
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arena of change. A brief change in the education of students with the development of
these technologies is not enough; these technologies demand complete change. Media
ecology seeks to find balance in every aspect of the integration process of these resources
into our schools (Gencarelli, 2000). In an effort to find what is necessary to create a
sustainable media ecosystem in the classroom, we first need to observe, analyze, and
understand the individuals in charge of classroom mediation; educators (Lopez, 2012).

This research seeks understanding of the obstacles educators have overcome ‘and
will analyze differences amongst traditional and non-traditional cultures to create
framework for future research. Becker (2000), Ertmer (2005), and Clark et. al. (2012)
found common ground for issues initially faced by school systems such as obtaining
necessary resources, improving knowledge and skills of educators, and limiting
institutional obstacles. According to Becker (2000), technology serves an integral role in
the value and function of education systems, especially “in schools and classrooms in
which teachers: (a) have convenient access, (b) are adequately prepared, and (c) hold
personal beliefs aligned with a constructivist (non-traditional) pedagogy” (1;.29). Itis
important to understand the knowledge of educators and their pedagogical beliefs in order
to strengthen my empirical research on these cultural groups.
KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS OF EDUCATORS

Knowledge and skills needed to perform daily tasks are important in any field of
work. Administrators’ understanding of the importance of technology in society led to
schools obtaining more up to date resources: the first step in an attempt to create balance
between classroom education and real world knowledge (Becker, 2000; Clarke &

Zagarell, 2012; Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010). Once the technologies were
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accessible to educators, administrators pushed toward a faster integration of new media
technologies into classrooms (Gencarelli, 2000). As with any new way of conducting
business, this new teaching approach witnessed its share of ups and downs.

Although technology became more prevalent in schools, the integration process
started at a slow pace, but in no time educators noticed it moved quicker than ever
expected eventually creating issues in their ability to keep up with changes. When
educa;ors obtained the majority of needed resources, they lacked knowledge on how or
where to properly begin using them (Clarke & Zagarell, 2012; Fedorov, 2013). Although
many wished the resources would fix all educational problems themselves, the lack of
understanding of these devices led to a decline in educational effectiveness.

The lack of technological skills presented by educators became a large barrier in the
implementation process. K.F. Hew and T. Brush (2006) found that this lack of “specific
technology knowledge and skills, technology-supported pedagogical knowledge and
skills, and technology-related-classroom management knowledge and skills” created
larger barriers than expected. Educators found themselves in their classrooms with
students excited and engaged in their lessons and soon realized they lacked understanding
of the tangible technological resources and how to properly navigate through lessons. The
lack of education on these resources led to down time in classrooms for students and to
frustrated educators leading to many falling back to the more comfortable forms of
traditional education (Abbitt, 2011). Hughes (2005) found it important for educators to
find “technology-supported-pedagogy knowledge and skill base, which they can draw

upon when planning to integrate technology into their teaching.” This support will help

them “replace” the tasks they already are used to performing, “amplify” their students’
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engagement, and “transform” their daily topics into more engaging activities to obtain the
interest of their class.

Because of the knowledge professionals now have on student and educator needs,
more trainings and workshops continuously develop year over year. At this point in the
integration process, schools are at the “transformation” phase. There is a need to
transform educators’ teaching to a more interactive and millennial focus curriculum
(Johnson & Dasgupta, 2005; Ertmer, 2005). Workshops are continuously developed to
educate teachers and provide integration materials needed to successfully welcome these

technologies into daily classroom curriculum. In a 2003 study performed by the U.S.

DOE, researchers found that 85% of educators now report feeling “somewhat well-

prepared” in utilizing these technologies, “a notable increase since the 2000 report of the
National Center for Education Statistics in which 53% of teachers reported feeling
somewhat prepared.” In this study, researchers also found that “only 37% of teachers
expressed interest in learning basic computer skills while over 80% expressed interest in
learning how to integrate computer technology into curricular areas, suggesting the
majority of current teachers have obtained minimum levels of technical competency.”
Educators’ understanding of technologies has developed more balanced curriculum due

to the understanding and ability to assist students intellectually with the resources at hand

(Abbit, 2011; Clark et. al. 2012).

Clark et al. (2012) found that “educators need ongoing authentic (hands-on)
professional development on technological integration into the classroom.” If educators
expect “hands-on” training and communication to better understand classroom material,

what makes them believe students learn more efficiently any other way? Youth are self-
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driven and often find personal success in self-directed “exploration, in contrast to
classroom learning that is oriented toward set, predefined goals™ (Ito et. al. 2008). Just
like their educators, students find a need to learn by doing. Do educators of both
traditional and non-traditional beliefs find cultural commons with their students? This
leads to the importance of studying attitudes, behaviors, and pedagogical beliefs of
educators in the process of new media integration.
ATTIT;JDES, BEHAVIORS, AND PEDAGOGICAL BELIEFS OF EDUCATORS

Although educators now understand technologies found in classrooms, there
seems to be a lack of understanding of the importance technology plays in the
communication of the current student body (Bryner, 2013). Many researchers believe
there is a lack of understanding educators’ pedagogical beliefs, which may lead to the
imbalance witnessed in our education system (Anton, 2011; Clarke & Zagarell, 2012). In
order to improve the integration process, one finds it necessary to take the next step in
understanding what educators believe about this integration process in regards to their
educational needs and student need, and will seek to create balance for these educators.

As in any other field of study or work, educators develop beliefs along their
journey; these beliefs often shape their attitudes, behaviors, and pedagogical beliefs in
classroom environments (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010; Fedorov, 2013).
Oftentimes educators become influential impacts (positive and/or negative) on the
integration of education programs and the success they have with students. Some studies
show that these beliefs and attitudes may play the largest role, not only in the integration
of new educational studies, but also in the impact they have on each student (Lim et. al.,

2008). Ertmer (2005) discussed the decisions educators make “whether and how to use
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technology for instruction ultimately depends on the teachers themselves and the beliefs
they hold.” Lim and Chai (2008) explain the importance of knowing that we have two
types of teachers in our classrooms, the constructivists (non-traditional teachers), and the
progressives (traditional teachers).

Both of these cultures of teachers are said to be at different spectrums of this
integration process. Research is needed to find commonalities to bring them together. To
succes;ﬁllly integrate new media technology into the classroom, schools need teachers
who are willing to: work together, adapt to change, help each other learn new ways to
better education, and willing to share a similar vision in the development of new
pedagogical beliefs and standards (Abbit, 2011; Clarke & Zagarell, 2012). Only then will
there be balance in education. Sharing this “vision of learning and teaching can serve as a
driving force” for benefiting and lowering barriers in this new media usage within the
classroom (Sandholtz et al., 1997; Teatle, 2004; K.F. Hew, 2006). Lim and Khine (2006)
directly connect the importance of a “shared vision” in schools’ “technology integration
plan” and related this “shared vision” to the increase in communication on how this form
of education can be used, how it can help achieve goals, and how it provides educators
with an avenue to help them along the way. Without a shared vision and understanding
amongst educators, the steps to proper integration and success will continue to produce
an imbalanced education system. One way to provide students with the most beneficial

opportunities to be successful in this technological media based world is to find balance

in the pedagogical and “technological divide” that exists in education cultures (Clarke et

al., 2012).



Baerga 13

Researchers and educators together found understanding in students, they gained
the interest and support of decision makers, they have found better funding for new
techﬁology, and they have developed a better understanding of the needs for training
front line educators. Researchers consistently find differences in traditional and non-
traditional pedagogical beliefs, but little development has taken place to better
understanding how these differences affect classrooms and integration. Many in depth
studies find that “teacher technology use has increased, undoubtedly because of the -
increase level of access and skills, as well as the current favorable policy environment.
However, although many teachers are using technology for numerous low level tasks,
higher level uses are still very much in the minority” (e.g., Barron, Kemker, Harmes, &
Kalaydjian, 2003). There is a need to study educators not as one culture but as two sub-
cultures. This will help researchers better understand the spread of beliefs amongst
educators. Ertmer (2005) found that “Teachers’ beliefs are much less understood and
consequently, less readily resolved than the previous ‘issues’ presented.”

The researcher presents the notion that future research is needed on teachers’
cultural beliefs towards new media integration into schools. Due to the impact media has
on every day life, it is important to explore how educators on both sides of the spectrum
see and understand the ideas they have on this integration process and the shared ideas
they have with their students. Researchers’ preconceived beliefs and knowledge in
regards to educators needs to be utilized in a way to better education processes, but these
same preconceived beliefs should be eliminated from researchers’ minds while
interviewing and observing the obstacles these education systems witness in the move

towards new media integration in the classroom. The pedagogical differences amongst
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teachers needs to be observed in the form of educators’ opinions to better understand
where educators stand and to provide understanding of all educators in the form of new
media technology integration.

“THE MEDIUM IS THE MESSAGE:” A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO MEDIA ECOLOGY

In an effort to understand the study of media ecology one finds a need to break
down each term. Ernst Haeckel, a German zoologist, defined the term ecology as “the
interacjcions among the elements of our natural environment, with a special emphasis on
how such interactions lead to a balanced and helpful environment.” Neil Postman in an
address to the Media Ecology Association in New York addressed the term “media
ecology” by demonstrating that “the way in which the interaction between media and
human beings give a culture its character and, one might say, help a culture to maintain
symbolic balance.” Throughout the developmental phases of this theory, many scholars
have interpreted different meanings to coincide with each study, but Neil Postman
introduced the final term “media ecology” with the inspiration of an early communication
scholar Marshall McLuhan. -

Media ecology explores the cultural environments in which we live and the
ecological relationships involved (Biernatski, 2004). This is a field of inquiry rather than
a specified rule of theories. Media ecology was coined a theory to understand the effects
of media in the environments of society in the late 60s. During this time there was great
technological development, but the growth was incremental. The introduction of the
digital age exacerbated the development of media ecology, but soon found itself as the

background music of larger events of technological growth. The mid to late 90s brought

tremendous growth to the digital age, such growth that society could not keep up, and the
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fight many originally put forth to new machines, was left at the door. These technologies
became apart of everyday life; tools society cannot live with out, almost creating a way of
life. Now more so than<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>